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Cuban President Raúl Castro, during his first major presidential address in 2007, singled out farming 
as a major national priority, describing fields choked with weeds and the need to ensure that “anyone 
who wants can drink a glass of milk.” In 2011, Cuba’s agriculture accounted for only 3.5% of GDP, with 
imports accounting for 80% of agricultural products. The president has stated explicitly his commitment 
to agricultural development: Increasing domestic food production to reduce imports that cost Cuba 
hundreds of millions of dollars a year is a matter of national security.
As change comes to Cuba, the International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) – a member of the 
CGIAR Consortium – is committed to playing a key role in supporting the modernization of agriculture. 
Vital to this process is improved technology, methods, and knowledge that better enable farmers to 
enhance eco-efficiency in agriculture. This document outlines a series of measures that CIAT can take, 
in collaboration with local and international partners, to help Cuba during the transition to achieve 
sustainable intensification of food production, while linking farmers to new opportunities, restoring 
degraded land, and confronting climate change. 
Feeding Cuba’s livestock revolution 
Local output of livestock products has fallen behind demand in Cuba, and national and global demand 
is forecasted to increase dramatically in the coming years. This represents an appealing economic 
opportunity for farmers, but must be balanced with environmental tradeoffs that emphasize eco-
efficiency. Livestock production can raise the incomes of smallholder farmers, as well as provide manure 
to fertilize crops, and meat and milk for improved food and nutrition security. But money, milk, meat, 
and manure can be only as plentiful as the fodder that livestock eat. With traditional fodder sources 
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failing during times of drought and heavy rain, farmers are struggling to feed their livestock. According to 
Aldaín García, livestock director at the Ministry of Agriculture, lack of adequate feed is the leading cause 
of livestock losses in the country (40%). Consequently, milk production in Cuba satisfies only 50% of the 
domestic demand, with imported powdered milk costing Cuba US$180 million annually.
Raising livestock in a country with frequent droughts, saline soils, vulnerability to climate change, and 
other constraints requires high-quality feed and improved management techniques. CIAT is coordinating 
germplasm exchange with Cuba in cooperation with the Animal Science Institute of Cuba (ICA) and other 
regional and local partners. To realize more substantial improvements in productivity and income, CIAT 
proposes to scale out a new approach called LivestockPlus in Cuba which promotes the widespread 
adoption of forages along with other improved feeding methods. By integrating improved forages into 
diverse agricultural systems, Cuban farmers can increase milk yields and meat production per animal 
and per hectare. Tropical forages can also contribute significantly to climate change mitigation, while 
delivering other benefits, such as erosion control and restoration of degraded lands. To achieve these 
aims, it is crucial to address socio-economic issues and work closely with partners that engage directly 
with farmer groups – making the most of Cuba’s agricultural reforms by translating scientific advances 
into economic impact.
Soil: The foundation for farming
Soil is the source of our food and the foundation for productive farming. Thus, it’s alarming that only 
28% of Cuba’s soil is highly productive for agriculture (according to the Cuban Soil Institute). The island’s 
main soil constraints are salinity, erosion, poor drainage, low fertility, natural compaction, acidity, very low 
organic material content, poor retention of humidity, and desertification. As climatic conditions become 
increasingly variable, heavy rains and lengthy droughts further erode Cuba’s land.
Recognizing the vital link between healthy, fertile soils and prosperous societies, Cuba is taking a leading 
role in the United Nations International Year of Soils and will host the 2015 Soils Congress in Havana. 
Cuban partners already collaborate closely with CIAT, the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation 
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(Embrapa), and 20 national institutions in developing the Soils Information System for Latin America 
(SISLAC). The state-of-the-art platform provides soil data and information to allow Latin America to guide 
sustainable land use and management, while contributing to efforts to strengthen food security, climate 
change adaptation, environmental services, and poverty reduction. 
Building on partnerships established under SISLAC and the Regional Soil Alliance for Central America, 
Mexico, and the Caribbean, CIAT’s soils team – the largest in the CGIAR Consortium – can mobilize the 
expertise and knowledge needed to achieve sustainable and climate-smart management of rural land, 
and to unlock its potential for delivering greater economic and social benefits.
Climate-smart agriculture
The Truman-era cars cruising Havana’s streets aren’t the best example of innovation and dynamism. 
Yet, Cuba has much to teach the international community about the climate-smart agriculture (CSA) of 
the future. In response to historical circumstances, Cuban farmers have turned the limited availability 
of fertilizers and other inputs into an opportunity to become a leader in agro-ecology and knowledge 
diffusion through the Campesino a Campesino movement. As conventional agriculture begins to reassert 
itself, CIAT aims to capture lessons and insights from the Cuban experience with respect to CSA, while 
strengthening south-south and regional cooperation and knowledge exchange. 
Adding to the collection of nine profiles on climate-smart agriculture in seven countries of Latin America 
and the Caribbean and another six underway for African countries, a profile for Cuba can be developed 
to describe the overall context of agriculture and climate change, and survey good technologies and 
practices that have already been adopted, with case studies on especially promising initiatives, such 
as the organopónicos urban gardens. In addition to providing a snapshot of the current landscape, 
the profiles and other CSA tools will help guide decisions on how to advance these options through 
the institutions, policies, and funding opportunities in place. By promoting production systems that 
sustainably increase productivity and resilience while also reducing greenhouse gas emissions, Cuba can 
accelerate the achievement of its national food security and development goals.
Sustainable food systems in a changing Cuba
As Cuba enters the global economy and foreign imports increase, this will transform not only current 
agricultural practices but also the dynamics of the entire food system, including consumption, giving 
rise to important questions. Will popular gardens continue once food shortages cease? With the 
prospect of cheap agricultural products imported from the USA, will farmers be able to produce goods 
on a competitive basis without returning to intensive agriculture? Will Cuba be able to avoid a nutrition 
transition to high rates of obesity – that has been observed in other Latin American countries, including 
Mexico – as processed food imports increase?  
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CIAT aims to improve the consumption of more diverse, accessible, affordable, convenient, safe, and 
nutrient-dense foods in Cuba by applying a food basket approach. Our research team can help create 
a solid evidence base to inform Cuba’s agricultural policies, strategies, and investments, for example, 
by conducting baseline food consumption studies, analyzing value chains to detect bottlenecks and 
competitive advantages, and providing guidance on upgrading strategies and the marketing of niche 
goods. Based on CIAT’s experience in strengthening sustainable food systems through novel approaches, 
like the LINK methodology, and multi-stakeholder platforms, such as the Central America Learning 
Alliance, Center researchers can shed light on the challenges and opportunities during this time of 
change in Cuba.
Quenching the thirst for drought-tolerant beans 
Beans are part of nearly every meal in Cuba. But local bean farmers face less reliable growing conditions 
due to increased drought, heat, and other effects of climate change. 
Through the CGIAR HarvestPlus program (formerly AgroSalud), which is jointly led by CIAT and the 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), national researchers developed and released various 
improved bean varieties from 2010 to 2012. The improved varieties show drought tolerance as well as 
increased micronutrient content and other desirable traits. CIAT proposes to help raise the productivity 
of beans in drought-prone areas of Cuba through further development of improved bean varieties and 
associated crop management practices. Working through HarvestPlus and other global networks, CIAT 
can also support work on other important crops in Cuba, such as cassava and rice.
A new era for agriculture in Cuba
Agricultural transformation is essential for Cuba’s growth and rural development, and thus represents 
a high national priority. The time has come to pursue multiple options to reach the government’s new 
goals in agricultural development. Building on partnerships and successes in the region, CIAT is well 
positioned to help find solutions and create new opportunities for Cuba’s farmers.
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